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Pilkington: Mummies and Ducks

MUMMIES AND DUCKS
by John Pilkington

In The Catcher in the Rye, the mummies and ducks are cer
tainly among J. D. Salinger’s boldest and most successful inventions.
Almost as soon as we meet Holden Caulfield, we meet them.
About half-way through the novel, the mummies and the ducks
are again forcefully called to our attention, and near the end
of the book they are once more very much in evidence. Since
they are present to
minds in the most important places in
the novel—the beginning, the middle, and the end—one infers
that Salinger must have attached considerable importance to them.
An understanding of their significance may, in fact, contribute
significantly to our enjoyment of the
The reader first encounters the mummies and the ducks when
Holden Caulfield, who has been dismissed from Pencey Prep
for failing four out of five subjects, says good-bye to his history
teacher, “old Spencer, During Holden’s visit, Spencer wants to
discuss Holden’s failure in his history examination. “We studied
the Egyptians from November 4th to December 2nd, states
Spencer. He emphasizes the fact that Holden “chose to write about
them for the optional essay question.”1 Despite Holden’s reluc
tance to listen, Spencer reads Holden’s answer:

The Egyptians were an ancient race of Caucasians re
siding in one of the northern sections of Africa. The
latter as we all know is the largest continent in the
Eastern Hemisphere. ...
The Egyptians are extremely interesting to us today
for various reasons. Modern science would still like to
know what the secret ingredients were that the Egyptians
used when they wrapped up dead people so that their
faces would not rot for innumerable centuries. This in
teresting riddle is still quite a challenge to modern science
in the twentieth century, (p. 16)
1J. D. Salinger, The Catcher in the Rye (Boston: Little, Brown and Co.,
1951), p. 16. Hereafter the page numbers in parentheses refer to this edition.
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“Hot as a firecracker” (p. 16), Spencer refuses to stop. To Holden’s
further
Spencer reads the personal note which
Holden had written at the end of his examination paper:

Dear Mr. Spencer [he read out loud]. That is all I know
about the Egyptians. I can’t seem to get very interested
in them although your lectures are very interesting. It
is all right with me if you flunk me though as I am
flunking everything else except English anyway. Respect
fully yours, Holden Caulfield, (p. 17)

Despite Holden’s statement in the note
teacher has just read,
Spencer, as he puts the paper down, asks, “Do you blame me for
flunking you, boy?” (p. 17). And even after Holden replies nega
tively, Spencer repeats, What would you have done in my place?
At this point, many a reader begins to wonder if Spencer is pro
testing
Rather incongruously, as Holden himself implies, while he was
talking to Spencer about his examination failure, Holden was
actually thinking of something else. “I was thinking about the la
goon in Central Park,” relates Holden. “I was wondering if it
would be frozen over when I got home, and if it was, where did
the ducks go? I was wondering where the ducks went when the
lagoon got all icy and frozen over. I wondered if some guy came
in a truck and took them away to a zoo or
Or if they
just flew away” (p. 18).2
In this scene there is, nothing to suggest that either the mum
mies or the ducks will ever be more than a minor incident em
ployed to dramatize Holdens failure in school and his tendency
towards adolescent day-dreaming. Not even the most perceptive
reader would be prepared to ask why Holden was thinking about
the ducks in the lagoon while “old Spencer” lectured him about
his apparent lack of information about the Egyptians. On the
 to assert that what Holden
basis of this
who would venture
wrote about the
was to him one of the really great facts
of human history? Since none of these wider levels of meaning
is even remotely intimated in the exchange between Holden and
2An interpretation of Holden’s references to the ducks, which differs
from the one to be advanced here, has been suggested by
F. Light,
“Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye” Explicates, XVIII (June, 1960), item
59. Light views Holden’s questions as
boy’s attempts to come to terms
with the
life and death.”
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“old Spencer,” the reader quickly dismisses both mummies and
ducks and anticipates Holdens subsequent adventures.

Although the reader may forget the ducks, Holden continues to
remember them. While riding through Central Park—Holden has
absent-mindedly given his “regular address” instead of a hotel—
Holden suddenly asks the taxi driver if he knows “where they
go, the ducks, when it [the lagoon] gets all frozen over” (p. 78).
The driver cuts off all conversation with the blunt rejoinder,
“What’re ya tryna do, bud?” (p. 78). There are persons who
have no interest in the ducks and care even less what happens
to them.
The ducks are still
Holdens mind, however, when
the
way to Ernie’s, he asks the cab driver, Horwitz, the same question.
This time Holden is more successful.

“How the hell should I know?” he said. “How the hell
should I know a stupid thing like that?
“Well, don’t get sore about it,” I said....

“Who’s sore? Nobody’s sore.”
I stopped having a conversation with him, if he was
going to get so damn touchy about it. But he started
it up again himself. He turned all the way around again,
and said, “The fish don’t go no place. They stay right
where they are, the fish. Right in the goddam lake.”

“The fish—that’s different. The fish is different. I’m
talking about the ducks” I said.

“What’s different about it? Nothin’s different about it.”
Horwitz said. . . . “It’s tougher for the fish, the winter
and all, than it is for the ducks, for Chrissake. Use your
head, for Chrissake.”

I didn’t say anything for about a
Then I said,
All right. What
they do, the fish and all, when that
whole little lake’s a solid block of ice, people skating on
it and all?”

Old Horwitz turned around again. “What the hellaya
mean what do they do?” he yelled at me. “They stay
right where they are, for Chrissake.”
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“They can’t just ignore the
it.”

Ducks

They can’ just ignore

Who’s ignoring it? Nobody’s ignoring it! Horwitz
said. . . . “They live right in the goddam ice. It’s their
nature, for Chrissake. They get frozen right! in
posi
tion for the whole winter.

“Yeah? What do they eat, then? I mean if they’re
frozen solid, they can’t swim around looking for food
and
”
“Their bodies, for Chrissake—what’sa matter with
Their bodies take in nutrition and all, right through
goddam seaweed and crap that’s in the ice. They
dowhole
ducks. time. That’s their nature,
r pores
open the
” See
Chrissake.
what I mean?” (pp. 107-108)

ya?
the
got
for

Since the ducks have now appeared for the third time, the
reader begins to pay them more serious attention. This conver
sation, however, does not appear to provide much of a clue.
Despite the fact that he refers to Holden’s question about where
the ducks go in winter as “a stupid thing,” Horwitz cannot really
answer it. Instead, he begins to talk about the fish, which, he
implies, are analogous to the
What would be true of the
fish would also be true of the ducks. When Holden suggests that
there is a difference between the fish and the ducks, Horwitz
loudly denies that there is any difference at all. “What’s different
about it?” challenges Horwitz. “Nothing’s different about it.” And
he adds, “It’s tougher for the fish . . . than it is for the ducks, for
Chrissake. Use your head, for Chrissake.” Holden makes no com
ment, and then, as if assuming Horwitz’s position, asks what
the fish do to survive when their customary or natural move
ments are blocked or thwarted by ice and by people. Horwitz
replies that the fish adapt themselves by not moving, by knowing
how to live in the very environment in which one would expect
them to perish. The fish
not go anywhere; they conform.
Despite the vehemence of his dogmatism, Horwitz is not entirely
convincing, especially when he finally rests his argument upon
“Mother Nature’s supposed ability to care of the fish. “If you
was a fish,” he concludes, “Mother Nature’d take care of you,
wouldn’t she? Right? You don’t think them fish just die when it
gets to be winter, do ya?” (p. 109). But Holden is not a fish.
For all his confidence in his own wisdom, Horwitz has only as
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serted that the problems of fish are analogous to those of ducks.
The fish can and do adapt themselves to their environment. They
stay put. They conform. As for the ducks, well, Horwitz really
does not precisely know. He vaguely assigns them to "Mother
Nature”; and when Holden starts to raise an objection, Horwitz
drives off “like a bat out of hell (p. 109).

The next day Holden walks through the park to the Museum
of Natural History. Because it is Sunday, the museum is closed;
but Holden can remember vividly the pleasure he had received
from visits to it during his school days. I loved that damn museum”
(p. 156), asserts Holden. As he begins to recall the things.’ in the
museum which meant a great deal to him, he once more asso
ciates the fish and the ducks.

Then, just before you went inside the auditorium, right
near the doors, you passed this Eskimo. He was sitting
over a hole in this icy lake, and he was fishing through
it. He had about two fish right next to the hole, that he’d
already caught. Boy, that museum was full of glass cases.
There were even more upstairs, with deer inside them
drinking at water holes,
birds flying south for the
winter. The birds nearest you were all stuffed and hung
up on wires, and the ones in back were just painted on
the wall, but they all looked like they were really fly
ing south, and if you bent your head down and sort of
looked at them upside down, they looked in an even bigger
hurry to fly south, (p. 157)
As Horwitz had said, the fish are staying in the icy lake. But as
Holden has said, the birds are flying south for the winter. Horwitz’s
analogy and Holden’s. objection are thus restated, but unless the
dead fish lying beside the Eskimo are taken to imply that the
conformity of the fish does not necessarily assure their survival,
the scene adds little to the duck-fish analogy. On the other
this scene does remind us and Holden of the problem, and it is
followed at once by Holden’s suggestion to Sally Hayes that they
run away together.
We have not heard the last of the ducks. At one o’clock on
Monday morning, Holden leaves the Wicker Bar and starts walk
ing toward the park again. “I figured I’d go by that little lake
and see what the hell the ducks were doing,
if they were
around or not. I still didn’t know if they were around or not”
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(p. 199). Holden cannot get the ducks off his mind. Finally, he
locates the pond. “But I didn’t see any ducks around,” he says.
He wants to make absolutely certain. “I walked all around the
whole damn lake—I damn near fell in
in fact—but I didn’
see a single duck. I thought maybe if there were any around,
they might be asleep or something near the edge of the water,
near the grass and all. That’s how I nearly fell in. But I couldn’
find
” (p. 200). The important fact is that the ducks have
gone. We hear no more about the ducks, but significantly Holden
leaves the park, goes home to
Phoebe, and tells her he has
decided to go out west to Colorado.

The
recurrence of the ducks and the fish in Holden’s
thoughts attests their importance in the novel. Holden does not
imply that for him they have more than a literal meaning, but
for the reader their function must be mainly symbolic. The con
novel.
museum
it,conform.
tion
with
Horwitz provides
the basic cluegone.
to the meaning

of the ducks (and the fish) as a symbol. Horwitz misses the
essential difference between the fish and the ducks. When the
conditions of life become so intolerable that the fish cannot act
as they ought to act, they
In a similar situation, how
ever, the ducks fly away. They escape. Because this difference is
a vital concern to Holden, he actually goes to the lagoon and
walks completely around
at the risk of falling in, to prove
to himself beyond all doubt that the ducks have
reason
ing is of course further strengthened by his knowledge gained
in the
that since ages past ducks have always gone
away. Holden identifies himself with the ducks.

His 

With this symbolic meaning in mind, we can understand the
appropriateness of Holden’s thoughts about the ducks in the first
scene of the
While Spencer is ridiculing Holden’s answer
about mummies, Holden is thinking about ducks who can escape
when their surroundings become intolerable. Since Pencey Prep
has become intolerable, Holden wants to escape. The ducks
symbolize, that escape. But Salinger allows the reader to be some
what duped, for not knowing the meaning of the ducks, the reader
can only attribute Holden’s thoughts to what appears to be his
customary inattention to academic studies. The reference to the
ducks seems to vindicate Spencer and Pencey Prep. Only much
later does the reader possess enough information to sympathize
with Holden in this first scene.
Salinger handles the mummies in a very similar fashion. In the

https://egrove.olemiss.edu/ms_studies_eng/vol6/iss1/5
t

6

Pilkington: Mummies and Ducks

21

John Pilkington

first scene of the novel, the mummies have little meaning to the
reader except as proof of Holden’s failure in the examination.
They are not combined with the fish
the ducks in the con
versations with the taxi cab drivers. When Holden
his
memories of the museum, he does not explicitly mention
mummies, though he refers to the twenty Indians in the war
canoe, the “big glass case, with Indians inside it rubbing sticks
together to make a fire, and a squaw weaving a blanket (p. 157),
and the Eskimo fishing through the ice. Of
these figures
are not mummies, but Holden’s comment about them—and about
the ducks and fish—recalls to the reader what he had written
about the mummies on his history examination paper.

The best thing, though, in that museum was that every
thing always stayed right where it was. Nobody’d move.
You could go there a hundred thousand times, and that
Eskimo would still be just finished catching those two
fish, the birds would still be on their way
. . . and
that squaw with the naked bosom would still be weav
ing that same blanket. Nobody’d be different. The only
thing that would be different would be you. (pp. 157-158)
These figures in the glass cases remain the same. The reader
recalls Holden’s statement on his history examination paper that
the Egyptians were able to keep the faces of dead people from
changing for innumerable centuries.”

Very near the end of the novel, Holden returns to the
he loves for a final visit. When two little boys ask him where
the mummies are, Holden almost glows with enthusiasm.
Boy, I used to know exactly where they were, but I hadn’t
been in that museum for years....

“You know how the Egyptians buried their dead?
asked the
kid.

I

“Naa.”
“Well, you should. It’s very interesting. They wrapped
their faces up in these cloths that were treated with
some secret chemical. That way they could be buried
in their tombs for thousands of years and their faces
wouldn’t rot or anything. Nobody knows how to do it
except the Egyptians. Even modern science. (pp. 263264)
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For Holden this fact is tremendously important. The Egyptians
had actually been able to keep something from change or rot.
Modern science cannot accomplish such a feat. The issue is
dramatically presented as Holden looks at the wall of the tomb.
“Then, all of a sudden,”
Holden, “you’d never guess
what I saw on the wall. Another 'Fuck you.' It was written with
a red crayon or
right under the glass, part of the wall,
under the stones (p. 264). In the world around Holden every
thing changes, usually for the worse. He pictures what will hap
pen to his own tomb: “If I ever die, and they stick me in a
cemetery, and I have a tombstone and all, it’ll say "Holden Caul
field, on it,, and then what year I was born and what year I died,
and then right under that it’ll say 'Fuck you.’ I’m positive, in
fact” (p, 264).

What Holden told the little boys about the Egyptians’ ability
to keep things from changing was precisely what he had told
“old Spencer at Pencey Prep. To Holden this was the great
fact of Egyptian civilization, and the one which made it for
ever different from
civilization, and the only one that he
considered sufficiently important to mention on his examination.
But not until the end of the novel does the reader obtain the
information which justifies Holden’s answer. Until almost the
final scene in the novel,
the reader is prepared to agree
with Spencer. “I flunked you in history because you knew ab
solutely nothing (p. 15), declares Spencer. As if he has not
been emphatic enough, Spencer repeats, “Absolutely nothing.” Yet
a third time, Spencer repeats, “But absolutely nothing. The irony
is there, even if its impact cannot be appreciated for the moment.
By the time the reader has finished the novel, he wants to reply,
“Not absolutely nothing. Holden knew about the mummies.’ The
reader might even add that it is no wonder that while Spencer
was talking Holden was thinking about the ducks who could
escape by flying away.
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